Three-dimensional architecture of pericytes with special reference to their topographical relationship to microvascular beds.
Microvascular beds and pericytes in the submandibular gland, thyroid gland and heart were studied by combined scanning electron microscopy and chemical digestion. The submandibular gland had a relatively loose network of blood capillaries, the thyroid gland possessed a close-meshed network of capillaries, and those in the myocardium ran parallel to the long axis of myocardial cells. The thyroid gland exhibited the largest numbers of pericytes. Three types of pericytes could be distinguished by their shape and localization. Type I pericytes, which were confined to true capillaries, had a fusiform or polygonal cell body, a few long, slender longitudinal processes (primary ones) and short, fine circumferential processes (secondary ones). Type II pericytes, which were found in the arterial side of myocardial capillaries, were characterized by large, circumferential band-like processes completely encircling the vessel. Type III pericytes, which were seen on the venous side of thyroid and myocardial capillaries, had a flattened cell body and short, irregular processes. Type II and III pericytes appear to show an intermediate or transitional form between smooth muscle cells and typical pericytes (Type I). Judging from the configuration of pericytes suggests that these are related to functions such as contraction as well as mechanical support.